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From the1830s the colonial government in India became the agency for
the promotion of ‘Western education’, that is, education that sought to
disseminate modern, Western, rational knowledge through modern
institutions and pedagogic processes. This paper examines a historical
episode in which certain key categories of modern Western thought were
pressed into service to explain a consequence of the dissemination of
Western knowledge in colonial India. The episode in question was that
of the alleged ‘moral crisis’ of the educated Indian, who, many argued,
had been plunged into confusion and moral disarray following his expo-
sure to Western knowledge in the schools and universities established by
his British ruler. In the discourse of moral crisis, the knowledge being
disseminated through Western education was simultaneously put to use
in explaining an unanticipated effect of this education. How adequate
was Western knowledge to explaining its own effects? More generally –
for this paper is drawn from a larger study of how modern Western
knowledge ‘travelled’ when transplanted to colonial India – what is the
status of the knowledge we produce when we ‘apply’ the categories of
modern Western thought in order to understand or explain India?
Keywords: education; India; colonialism; postcolonialism; epistemology;
social sciences
Introduction
The 1830s witnessed a bitter dispute in the ranks of colonial ofﬁcialdom
over whether the British Indian government should patronize ‘Oriental’
knowledges or whether it should direct its attentions solely to promoting
Western knowledge, initially through the medium of English. Victory went
to the ‘Anglicists’, led by Thomas Babington Macaulay, and from 1835
India’s colonial rulers became the agency for the promotion of ‘Western
education’, that is, education that sought to disseminate modern, Western,
rational knowledge through modern institutions and pedagogic processes. It
was anticipated and desired by the victorious party that this would gradually
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supplant ‘indigenous’ knowledges, which were condemned as (variously)
‘superstitious’, ‘mythic’, ‘primitive’ and, more generally, untrue. It was also
expected that instruction in Western, rational knowledge would lead to
improvement in the Indian character. It was generally assumed that the
Western-educated native would be honest and upright and thus more reliable
and diligent in the service of government than his1 corrupt predecessor and
that a sign of his intellectual and moral superiority would be his recognition
of the virtues of British rule and his secure attachment to the continuation
of that rule. Christian missionaries also hoped to improve the native by
means of the schools that they provided, by weaning him from evil customs
and mistaken beliefs and equipping him with the means to make his way in
the world without falling prey to its temptations. They hoped to effect the
greatest improvement of all by making him a Christian.
However, in 1913 a major Government statement on educational policy
observed that ‘the most thoughtful minds in India lament the tendency of the
existing system of education to develop the intellectual at the expense of the
moral and religious faculties’ and went so far as to declare that this was
‘unquestionably the most important educational problem of the time’
(Government of India 1913). This claim marked the climax of the discourse
on the ‘moral decline’ and ‘moral crisis’ of the educated Indian – a discourse
that expressed the fear that the improvement consequent upon education had
not in fact occurred, but rather that educated Indians had become less moral,
less pious and less disciplined than before. This discourse was coterminous
with the beginnings of Western education and had been gaining in density
and intensity since the last quarter of the nineteenth century. By the early
years of the new century, it was a matter of almost obsessive debate.
Western knowledge was disseminated through schools and universities
because it was presumed to be superior to the indigenous knowledges it
replaced (Seth 2007). In this paper I am interested in the fact that the same
knowledge being disseminated in schools and universities was also pressed
into service to characterize and explain the moral decline of the educated
Indian. How adequate was this knowledge to explaining its own, unexpected
effects? Could it comprehend and account for its own failures? And more
generally, what was the relation between Western knowledge as a means for
comprehending social changes in India and Western knowledge as one of
the agents of that change?
I will begin by documenting the discourse on the moral crisis of the edu-
cated Indian.
‘Unhinged and unsettled’
The warning that educated Indians were in danger of being plunged into a
moral crisis was ﬁrst issued in the early years following government patron-
age of Western education, principally by missionaries. The policy of not
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permitting religious instruction in Government schools and colleges was pur-
sued because of a strong feeling in ofﬁcial ranks that any interference with
the religious beliefs of their Indian subjects might endanger British rule and
East India Company proﬁts. It became one of the goals of missionary agita-
tion in India to persuade the government in India or the home authorities to
overturn what they called a ‘godless’ educational policy.
Missionaries did not object to the provision of secular learning as such.
The historic controversies that had marked the advance of secular knowl-
edges in the Christian West were never played out in colonial India.
Missionaries and government ofﬁcials alike shared the belief that modern
science was a solvent of Indian religious beliefs because these mingled a
false theology with fantastical and nonsensical explanations of the world
and its functioning. Inasmuch as Western learning undermined the native’s
belief in the latter, it could not but also call into question faith in the former.
Those who had played a leading role in the decision of 1835 to limit
Government patronage to Western education, including Thomas Macaulay
and Charles Trevelyan, had insisted that government-provided education
must not allow any religious instruction and must not be associated with
any attempts at conversion; nonetheless, they and many others ﬁrmly
believed that this education would be conducive to the Christianization of
India. Macaulay wrote in 1836:
No Hindoo, who has received an English education, ever remains sincerely
attached to his own religion. . . . It is my ﬁrm belief that, if our plans of edu-
cation are followed up, there will not be a single idolater among the respect-
able classes in Bengal thirty years hence. (as quoted in Clive 1987, 411)
Sharing in this conviction, missionaries made the provision of education one
of their chief tasks in India, in the hope that Western education would prove
corrosive of Hindu beliefs and would thus serve to prepare the minds of
educated Hindus for a later receptiveness to the word of God (see Laird
1972; Seth 2001; Viswanathan 1989).
However, the relative conﬁdence of this earlier period – the expectation
that Western education would eventually lead to more and more of the
educated classes being weaned from their own religion and, perhaps, via
detours through reformed Hinduism such as the Arya Samaj or the Hindu-
Christian eclecticism of the Brahmo Samaj, would be won over to Chris-
tianity – began to give way to concern in the latter part of the nineteenth
century. The concern was fuelled, above all else, by the fact that the
hoped-for transition to Christianity did not seem to be in the ofﬁng. For
most of those who became dissatisﬁed with existing forms of Hinduism,
the reformed versions that they embraced proved to be not stopping-places
on a longer journey towards Christianity, but rather the terminus. The cri-
tique of ‘godless education’ continued, but with a new sense of urgency;
the dire results that had earlier been predicted were now held to have come
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true and the educated Indian was said to have fallen prey to impiety and
immorality. Lurid pictures were painted of the mental and moral state of
educated Indians. The headmaster of Bishop Corries Grammar School in
Madras warned the government, that ‘in the present transition state,
brought about by European knowledge and science’ the students and grad-
uates of government colleges ‘threw off all restraints’, indulging in the
vices of ‘pride, discontent, drunkenness’, they ‘deﬁle the ﬂesh, despise
dominion’ (as quoted in Keane 1851, 10, 12). By the last quarter of the
nineteenth century, the Government also began to voice concerns about the
morality of educated Indians. The Report of the Indian Education [Hunter]
Commission of 1883 found that there had been a deterioration in the
morality and manners of college students and recommended the preparation
of a ‘moral text-book’ to be used to teach morality and manners. The exis-
tence of a ‘problem’ was afﬁrmed a few years later in a Government circu-
lar, which asserted that ‘it cannot be denied’ that a Western, secular
education ‘has in some measure resulted in the growth of tendencies unfa-
vourable to discipline and favourable to irreverence in the rising genera-
tion’ and had ‘cut loose the rising generation from many of the moral and
social bonds of their forefathers’ (Letter from the Government of India to
all Local Governments and Administrations 1887, 11, 18). The problem of
moral decline, and the search for some form of moral training and disci-
plining that would remedy it, now became a regular feature of governmen-
tal discussions almost until Independence.
The accusations were, of course, widely disputed. Government itself did
not speak with one voice. Educated Indians, as one might expect, frequently
contested the diagnosis of a moral decline. Justice Telang, one of the few
Indian members appointed to the Hunter Commission, disputed that
Commission’s analysis of the issue and dissented from its recommendations
urging ‘moral education’ (‘Minute recorded by Kashinath Telang’, Indian
Hunter Commission Report, 1883, vol. 1, 606–19). Some, like Brajendranath
Seal, Professor at Calcutta University, simply responded with derision to
‘the hunt after orgies of secret vices or indulgences among a class so staid
and generally abstemious as the Bengali youth of our colleges’ (Calcutta
University Commission Report 1919, vol. XII, 65).
But the numerous denials only testiﬁed to the ubiquitousness of the com-
plaint and to the fact that a wider public – including Indian members of it –
participated in producing the discourse, as well as in contesting it. Brahmo
Samaj leader, Keshab Chunder Sen (1936), warned that India was undergo-
ing a tremendous revolution, in which ﬂux some educated Indians:
run into the wildest vagaries of inﬁdelity and scepticism and habits of dissipa-
tion. It is sad to reﬂect that the number of enlightened sceptics is growing in
our midst . . . [men] who laugh at religion and morality. . . . Their number
may soon assume fearful proportions. (40)
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In times of transition . . . we always ﬁnd that men for a while become reck-
less. The old faith is gone, and no new faith is established in its place. Society
is unhinged and unsettled. (Sen, as quoted in Murdoch 1904, 3)
The Princely government of Mysore decided to introduce moral and reli-
gious instruction into schools and colleges, citing the increase in disrespect,
vanity and aggression among students as the reasons for introducing this
step (Home Education, August 1920, 1–3(A), NAI).
Diagnosing moral decline
The observation of moral decline always came with an explanation. The
symptoms of such a decline, and the evidence for it, lay in impiety, disso-
lute behaviour, bad manners, conceit, immorality and a decline in respect
for elders and for ‘authority’ more generally; these were usually gathered
together under the rubric of ‘inconsistency’. That the educated Indian was
given to intellectual inconsistency was a commonplace. Writing in 1913, Sir
Bampfylde Fuller (1913) wrote that ‘An Englishman is constantly discon-
certed by the extraordinary contradictions which he observes between the
words and the actions of an educated Indian, who seems untouched by
inconsistencies which appear to him scandalous’ (179). A few years later
William Archer (1917) wrote, ‘Indians have an amazing capacity for learn-
ing, and for ignoring the consequences of what they learn’ (240). Educated
Indians also frequently noted, and sometimes bemoaned, their inconsistency.
The aetiology of this intellectual and moral inconsistency and confusion
was traced back to an incomplete (or stalled) transition. Having to negotiate
two distinct worlds, cultural domains characterized and governed by radically
different conceptions of how the world worked, what a man’s place in it was
and what constituted moral behaviour, the educated Indian was caught
between these two worlds and their moral codes and was unable to choose
consistently between them. According to this explanation, the educated Indian
had lost faith in the governing presumptions and beliefs of traditional Indian
society, without yet being in a position to embrace the mores and presump-
tions governing modern, Western life. We have already encountered this line
of reasoning: have heard Keshab Chunder Sen and other Brahmos attributing
moral decline to the Hindu being ‘emancipated’ from his own creed without
having found another to take its place. Many other voices joined in character-
izing and explaining the moral crisis of the educated Hindu in similar terms.
The Pioneer (1888) observed that ‘we have introduced . . . [the educated
Bengali] to a literature which at every page proves the foolishness of his old
beliefs’, but have ‘given the native no new religion whereon to found a new
morality’, the result was that whereas ‘of old he had a moral code he felt he
had to obey because he feared the displeasure of the gods by whom he
believed it had been promulgated’, now ‘the Hindu Pantheon has fallen, and
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with it all the Bengali ever had of morality’ (2). A witness explained to the
Hartog Commission, ‘We Indians are at present at a stage of transition and we
do not know where we are. The old religious beliefs, the old traditions, the old
culture is fast slipping away from our sight and we have yet to ﬁnd and assim-
ilate a culture which we can call our own’ (Hartog Collection, MSS Eur E221/
406, unpaginated, IOLR).
One of the chief symptoms of moral crisis was ‘inconsistency’, an
inconsistency that was usually thought to arise from an incomplete ‘transi-
tion’. In some instances educated Indians were thought to hold inconsistent
ideas; in others, there was thought to be an inconsistency between their
ideas and beliefs, on the one hand, and their actions and practices, on the
other; and in others still, the actions and practices they engaged in were
held to be inconsistent with one another. But while it is clear enough what
it means to declare that ideas or beliefs are inconsistent or contradictory,
what could it mean to say that an idea is inconsistent with a practice, or
that two actions or practices are inconsistent with each other? This makes
sense on the presumption that every action and practice can be traced back
to the idea or belief animating it and to then ﬁnd these to be inconsistent
with one another, that is, it makes sense on the presumption that actions
and practices are underpinned by and are expressions of ideas, beliefs and
values. In the discourse of moral decline, morality, even when it was
something ‘done’, was seen as something that was ‘held’ in the form of
beliefs and convictions, usually having their basis in religious belief and
commitments. The moral confusion of the educated Indian could thus be
seen not only in his openly professing values, which were not consonant
with, or were antithetical to, each other, but also in his engaging in prac-
tices that (in the view of the authors of the discourse of moral decline)
were animated by ideas and convictions that were at odds with one
another. Thus an important presumption underlying the explanation by
inconsistency was that it accorded centrality to consciousness and the
‘mind’; all actions, social practices and institutions were seen to be expres-
sions and manifestations of ideas and beliefs. As Marx (1978) put it in
Capital I, ‘What distinguishes the worst of architects from the best of bees
is this, that the architect raises his structure in imagination before he erects
it in reality’ (174). In this passage Marx points to this uniquely human fac-
ulty as one that serves to differentiate men from animals, whose activities
are not objectiﬁcations of their thoughts. But historically this also served –
as indeed it did in the case of Marx and Engels – to exorcise the gods.
Gods are not another source and origin of practices and institutions,
because now gods are themselves seen as the manifestations and creations
of men – gods exist in men’s consciousness. When, in the nineteenth and
twentieth century, Feuerbach, Marx, Tylor, Frazer, Muller, Durkheim,
Weber and others wrote about religion and magic, they presumed – irre-
spective of their own religious convictions – that the religion of their
268 S. Seth
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [G
rif
fit
h U
niv
ers
ity
] a
t 0
8:4
1 2
3 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
1 
subjects was to be understood by ﬁrst seeing it as an emanation of their
(or their society’s) fears, thoughts, aspirations and desires. The privileging
of consciousness thus turns out to be connected to another, ‘anthropologi-
cal’, presumption: the consciousness that is privileged is that of Man.
Every act, practice and institution is the manifestation of an idea or belief
and the only source and origin of ideas and beliefs is Man.
If it is assumed that Man is the source of ideas and representations and,
hence, that the social world is to be explained by reference to men – that
there is nothing ‘more’ needed to understand social phenomena – it is also
assumed that there is nothing ‘less’, that once you have traced practices
back to ideas and ideas back to men, there is no further regress possible.
The presumption that Man is source and origin is thus connected to another
presumption, namely that he is singular and indivisible. He is not, for
instance, regarded, as he is in the thinking of some societies, as divisible
into the ‘forces’ or components that constitute him.
As my references to ﬁgures as diverse as Marx, Tylor, Frazer, Muller,
Durkheim, Weber and others indicate, the presumptions I am drawing atten-
tion to were not those of any particular intellectual current or school, but
rather those of modern thought as it came to be constituted from the early-
modern period onwards. There are, of course, many important differences
between Marxists and Weberians, between Tylor and Durkheim and so on;
these differences have constituted the stuff of intellectual debate in the West
(and not only in the West) for a long time. But there are also shared pre-
sumptions, which we often overlook, in part precisely because, being shared
by the diverse intellectual currents that comprise our intellectual life, they
have become naturalized and have come to appear not as presumptions
made by a particular mode of thinking, but as the very preconditions of any
sort of thinking.
The presumptions I am drawing attention to are similar to Kant and
Durkheim’s ‘categories’. Arguing against scepticism and empiricism, Kant
sought to show that certain intuitions and categories are not derived from
experience, but are the precondition for experience and knowledge. Drawing
directly (but loosely) upon Kant, Durkheim (also rejecting empiricism)
argued that a priori mental conceptions are what make it possible to have
experience and knowledge. The presumptions underlying the characteriza-
tion of moral crisis – the privileging of consciousness, the anthropological
presumption that Man is the source and origin of all ideas and practices and
institutions and the idea that Man and his consciousness are indivisible –
are, I suggest, analogous to categories in the Kantian/Durkheimian sense.
They are not ‘hypotheses’ or explanations, but fundamental categories that
make hypotheses and explanations (in this case, the explanation of moral
crisis in terms of inconsistency and transition) possible.
I will now go on to suggest, however, that when pressed into service in
characterizing and explaining the moral crisis of the educated Indian, these
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categories reveal that they are in this case inadequate to their object and
that, pace Kant and Durkheim, these categories are not in fact universal and
necessary, but are speciﬁcally modern. They are modern in a twofold sense.
First, a number of the presumptions I have drawn attention to only assume
their self-evident and axiomatic status in modern times. Second, taken
collectively, they signify a tectonic shift from the world to the subject.
If Cartesianism and empiricism effected or reconﬁgured a split between a
perceiving/knowing subject and an object known, philosophy after Kant has
accorded the former an increasingly ‘active’ role. The categories are not
ways of recognizing and naming a world that is in fact ordered in those
ways, but are rather those that we impose upon the world – those that apply
to experience because they serve to constitute it.
Diagnosing the diagnosis
The view that religion is principally a matter of belief, and that religions
vary according to what is believed, is the product of a very speciﬁc,
European and Christian history. This is one in which deism and the ‘discov-
ery’ of ‘natural religion’ play a large part, for it was the presumption that
there was a natural religion underpinning all religions that gave rise to the
view that religions were systems of belief. If religion was conceived as a
matter concerning belief, it is this, conversely, which made it possible to
invent the category ‘religion’ as the genus of which different religious
beliefs are the species. It is in the course of the history of Christianity and
debates around it in Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment Europe that
‘religion’ and ‘belief’ emerge as mutually constitutive categories. Thus the
very notion of ‘religion’ is itself, writes Talal Asad, ‘a Christian theological
category’ (as quoted in King 1999, 40); it is, writes John Hick (1991), ‘a
modern invention which the West, during the last two hundred years or so,
has exported to the rest of the world’ (vii).
But Hindus did not ‘believe’ in their religion and it was not such beliefs
that constituted Hinduism. Indeed, Hindus do not even ‘believe’ that their
numerous gods exist – they know them to coexist with humans. Whatever the
validity may be of seeing these gods as ‘projections’, or ‘symbols’, or as, in
Durkheim’s words, ‘exist[ing] only because they are represented as such in
minds’ (as quoted in Jones 1998, 55), such interpretations are far removed
from the Hindu understanding in which gods and humans coexist as persons.
It is, of course, true of many religious people that they do not simply ‘believe’
in their gods or spirits, but know them to exist. There is an inherent paradox
in seeking to characterize a society of this sort in the rationalist categories of
modern thought (see Seth 2004). For present purposes, however, it is sufﬁ-
cient to note that in this case what is at issue is not simply the polite scepti-
cism of the social scientist versus the devotion of the religious. Hindus did
not ‘know’ their gods to exist in some supernatural realm, they knew that
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their gods existed because they formed part of the everyday world of humans.
There was no sharp separation between a sacred realm inhabited by gods and
a mundane one of men; as C.J. Fuller (1992) observes, popular Hinduism is:
premised on the lack of any absolute divide between them . . . human beings
can be divine forms under many and various conditions, and the claim to
divinity is unsensational, even banal, in a way that it could never be in a
monotheistic religion lacking 330 million deities. (31)
The numerous deities of Hinduism are co-present with humans and highly
visible; they exist as spirits, ghosts and in the form of those numerous idols
that so offended the sensibility of their rulers. ‘Sympathetic’ observers, as
well as those Hindus who sought to defend the honour of their religion by
denying that this ‘idolatry’ was an integral element of it, often suggested that
these representations were a popular corruption. Others suggested that they
were allegorical devices made necessary to render the ‘supreme being’ of
Hinduism intelligible to ordinary people. The ﬁrst explanation drew upon a
common distinction between a vulgar, debased religion and a high, pure one.
The second explanation additionally drew upon a Christian understanding
and defence of idols, for while Christianity has been hostile to the worship of
‘graven images’, it nonetheless ﬁnds a legitimate place for religious images –
St Thomas Aquinas, for instance, defended the use of images because they
were conducive to the instruction of the unlettered and because they served
to excite the emotions and devotion (Freedberg 1989, 162).
But the analogy suggested by such a comparison does not hold: whereas
in the Christian tradition such images were very clearly representations of
an original, for most Hindus idols or murtis (images, forms) are not, in fact,
‘representations’ of gods that reside elsewhere (Davis 1997). At the very
least, the idol or image or murti, once its eyes have been pierced and appro-
priate ceremonies observed, partakes of the shakti (power) of the god
(Waghorne and Cutler 1995); for most Hindus, it is a god. As Diana Eck
(1998) explains, ‘the murti is more than a likeness; it is the deity itself taken
“form”. The uses of the word murti in the Upanishads and the Bhagavad
Gita suggest that the form is its essence. The ﬂame is the murti of the ﬁre
. . . or the year is the murti of time . . . the murti is a body-taking, a manifes-
tation, and is not different from the reality itself’ (38).
Thus the profusion of icons in Hinduism is also a profusion of gods; they
are ever present, part of the world of humans. To render this by saying that
‘Hindus believe that there are numerous gods . . .’ as the sociologist of reli-
gion must do (since modern social science cannot treat gods as real beings, as
actors in the world), is not only and obviously to deny the self-understandings
of the subjects of one’s study, it is also, and less obviously, to translate their
self-understandings into our categories; to claim that the gods ‘actually’ reside
in human consciousness and are thus a matter of beliefs. But inasmuch as
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Hindus did not inhabit a world in which the existence of their gods was
dependent upon human belief in them, a key presumption of the whole
discourse of moral crisis becomes deeply problematic. How could Western-
educated Hindus have been torn between their traditional religious beliefs and
the ideas they encountered as a consequence of their exposure to Western
education, if their Hinduism was not a matter of beliefs in the ﬁrst place?
The profusion of gods in India, embodied in the innumerable idols that
they inhabit, thus indicates not only that Hindus did not ‘believe’ in their
gods, but also that the logical distinctions that we assume to be fundamental
to thought were here conspicuous by their absence. Some, like Hegel in his
lectures on religion of 1827 (Hegel 1988), concluded from this that the Hin-
dus possessed no logic; others have suggested that this was a world of
‘ﬂuid’ categories. By contrast, Lucien Levy-Bruhl (1926), studying the evi-
dence on societies that similarly seemed prone to fundamental category mis-
takes, thought he discerned an alternative logic at work. Levy-Bruhl rejected
the explanation that ‘primitives’ attributed mystical and anthropomorphic
qualities to natural phenomena (‘animism’), on the grounds that such an
explanation attributed to the native a fundamental distinction between nature
and the supernatural, between matter and the mystic and between the
observing subject and the object, which was not his:
in the collective representations of primitive mentality, objects, beings, phe-
nomena can be, though in a way incomprehensible to us, both themselves and
something other than themselves. . . . The ubiquity or multipresence of exist-
ing beings, the identity of one with many, of the same and of another, of the
individual and the species – in short, everything that would scandalize and
reduce to despair thought which is subject to the law of contradiction, is
implicitly admitted by this prelogical mentality. (363)
The use of unfortunate terms such as ‘primitive’, ‘mystical’ and ‘pre-
logical’ notwithstanding, we could conclude, as Rodney Needham (1972)
does, that Levy-Bruhl’s insights allow us to conceive the ‘strangeness’ of
other mentalities not as ‘mere errors, as detected by a ﬁnally superior
rationality of which we were the fortunate possessors’, but as evidence
for the fact that ‘other civilizations present us with alternative categories
and modes of thought’ (183). That would be an advance over declaring
Hinduism to be possessed of no logic at all, or registering its ‘difference’
by means of terms such as ‘ﬂuidity’. However, Levy-Bruhl’s explanation
still presupposes an active subject who organizes and experiences the
world through the categories of mind – the work from which I have been
quoting is titled Les functions mentales dans les societies inferieures.
Levy-Bruhl takes us ‘beyond’ Durkheim in allowing us to recognize that
these categories may vary very radically, but the categories in question
are still those which humans ‘impose’ upon the world, in the sense that
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they are what is necessary for them to be able to experience and under-
stand their world.
By contrast, Timothy Mitchell (1988), rereading Pierre Bourdieu’s
account of the housing of the Kabyle people, seeks to avoid reducing differ-
ent understandings to mental categories and the operations of the mind.
Presented with understandings that see in material objects homologies and
attractions, and forces and potentials that require balancing and tending, we
are apt to read these relations as ‘representations’ and ‘symbols’. Mitchell
resists such readings and writes:
There is nothing symbolic in this world. Gall is not associated with worm-
wood because it symbolizes bitterness. It occurs itself as the trace of bitter-
ness. The grain does not represent fertility, and therefore the woman. It is
itself fertile, and duplicates in itself the swelling of a pregnant woman’s belly.
Neither the grain nor the woman is merely a sign signifying the other and nei-
ther, it follows, has the status of the original, the ‘real’ referent or meaning of
which the other would be merely the sign. These associations, in consequence,
should not be explained in terms of any symbolic or cultural ‘code’, the sepa-
rate realm to which we imagine such origins to belong . . . resemblances and
differences do not form a separate realm of meaning, a code apart from things
themselves; hence this very notion of a ‘thing’ does not occur. For the same
reason, there is not ‘nature’ – in our own sense of the great referent, the signi-
ﬁed in terms of which such a code is distinguished.’ (61)
The relations in question ‘are not the relations between an object and its
meaning, as we would say, or between a symbol and the idea for which it
stands’ (60).
The ‘primitives’ studied by Levy-Bruhl, and the Berber-speaking Kabyle
of Algeria discussed by Mitchell are, of course, societies very different from
that of India. I draw attention to them here not in order to suggest a strict
analogy, but rather to suggest that where we see an apparent absence of
logic, or a ‘symbolism’ run riot, what we may in fact be observing is a dif-
ferent logic at work, or an ontology that is not accessible to knowledge or
experience only through the categories of a collective mind. The latter point
is one I shall return to. But for now, let us conclude by noting that even the
idea that the uniﬁed self is the source and site of ideas and of consciousness,
seemingly so undeniable, is a category that was not at all self-evident to
every Hindu. It has often been observed that the Hindu philosophical
tradition has a ‘weak’ conception of selfhood (Mohanty 1992); the Buddhist
doctrines of anatman [not-self] and Dependent Origination go considerably
further, denying that there is a reality corresponding to the grammatical sub-
ject of verbs, and suggesting that the personality is not a permanent self or
subject, but is rather a temporary constellation composed of ﬁve forces or
skandas (Collins 1982). Persons are – in one reading – not indivisible,
bounded units, but are ‘dividual’ or divisible, in the sense that they are
themselves composed of substances and essences. These are absorbed and
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passed on through various exchanges. The fact that each person is seen to
be composed of substances that are exchanged, altered and that are condu-
cive (or not) to good health and prosperity, militates against the easygoing
and ‘natural’ presumption that while society, group and family can all be
decomposed into individual persons, the person or self is not subject to fur-
ther division. The gap or mismatch between the categories employed to
diagnose ‘moral decline’ and the moral and religious life of Hindus, would
seem to extend even to the self. Far from being the uniﬁed, indivisible seat
of consciousness and source of moral ideas and actions presumed by our
categories, the Hindu self appears as a ‘leaky’ one, with porous boundaries
(Daniel 1984).
What counts as an explanation?
It may be objected that all I have done is to demonstrate that the ways in
which social actors made sense of their situation was not consonant with the
sorts of explanations that were offered of their predicament, but that this in
no way invalidates such explanations. Explanations within the social sci-
ences are often not only expected to be at odds with those offered by those
who are the subjects of study, it is sometimes considered to be a sign of
their superior quality that they go ‘behind’ or ‘under’ the self-understandings
of their subjects to explain what is ‘really’ going on. Thus, to demonstrate,
as I have done, that the self-understandings of social actors are at odds with
the categories employed in the explanation of moral crisis, does not in any
way negate this explanation.
Whatever the general merits of the proposition that the social scientist
can disregard or at least ‘bracket’ the self-understandings of those being
studied, in the case of the diagnosis of moral crisis, such self-understandings
are critical to the explanation being offered. For, irrespective of whether the
subjects of this explanation would have recognized and/or embraced these
categories, these categories had to be part of the world they inhabited for
the phenomenon of moral crisis to even be visible, let alone become the
subject of speculation and explanation.
Let me explain what I mean by way of an example. When Freud dis-
cusses the dreams of historical ﬁgures, he is operating in the manner pre-
scribed by Durkheim. The fact that some of these people from times past
regarded their dreams as revelations, and thus that their own conceptions are
at odds with those of the analyst, can be discarded or bracketed and the
dream can be analysed. However, where Freud engages in psychoanalytic
practice, with the aim of analysing dreams in order to diagnose a neurosis,
it is necessary that the patient accept, as a minimum, that dreams are revela-
tory of the workings of his/her mind, rather than revelations of the gods, if
the analysis is to serve any therapeutic purpose. Analogously, if the subjects
of the discourse of moral decline did not privilege consciousness, this could
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not have been the battleground upon which their contending beliefs met; if
their ‘religion’ was not something ‘believed’ and their morality something
‘held’, they could not have been torn by conﬂicting beliefs and moralities;
and if they did not have a uniﬁed self, they could not have suffered from a
divided one. In short, if the subjects of this explanation did not inhabit a
world where categories of consciousness, mind and the indivisible self per-
tained, they could not have experienced a crisis at all, and there would be
nothing to explain in the ﬁrst place.
Could we then draw the opposite conclusion – that it is not that there
was a moral crisis, which was then explained in terms of inconsistency and
transition, but rather that the categories presumed and employed by the
explanation made visible or ‘produced’ the very crisis that was to be
explained? Were ‘inconsistency’ and ‘crisis’ built into the categories of
explanation, rather than being a feature of the life of the educated Indian –
which would render comprehensible why so many educated Indians
remained blithely unaware that they were ‘torn’ and in the throes of crisis.
This will not do either, because there were those who testiﬁed to having
emerged from a moral crisis, or who testiﬁed that some of their fellow-coun-
trymen were undergoing such a crisis. It cannot, then, be the case that the
explanation of moral crisis conjured up a phenomenon that did not exist.
Our demonstration – that the categories in which this crisis was explained
did not correspond to the world inhabited by those whom it sought to
explain – cannot be dismissed on the grounds that the categories of explana-
tion do not have to accord with the self-understandings of those being
explained. But at the same time, we have to be able to account for the fact
that some educated Indians did explain themselves in these ways. Our ques-
tion now becomes, why did some Indians ﬁnd the categories underlying the
explanation of moral crisis adequate for explaining and making sense of their
experience, or that of others, while a great many educated Indians did not?
Compartments of the ‘mind’
In his When a great tradition modernizes, Milton Singer (1972) studied a
sample of 19 industrialist leaders based in Madras, men whose occupation
made them very much a part of the modern, but other aspects of whose
lives, he found, continued to be marked by ‘traditional’ patterns and prac-
tices. Singer found that ‘the industrial leaders not only did not experience
soul-shattering conﬂicts between their religious and social traditions and
their industrial careers, but in fact adapted the two spheres . . .’ (343). They
did so by ‘a compartmentalization of two spheres of conduct and belief that
would otherwise collide’ (321, emphasis in original), such that traditional
beliefs and practices were conﬁned to the home, and modern ones to the
ofﬁce and factory. ‘By compartmentalizing their lives in this way’, writes
Singer, ‘they are able to function both as good Hindus and as good industri-
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alists’ (348). Whereas the discourse of moral crisis purported to ﬁnd that
trafﬁcking between the world of universities and ofﬁces and the world of
home and religious ritual produced people who were troubled and even torn,
Singer concludes the opposite. He does so, however, by employing the same
categories of understanding and analysis as those used by the producers of
the discourse of moral crisis. Thus he uses the verb ‘categorized’, indicating
that it is the agent who assigns the norms of belief and action to different
spheres, and he explains that the industrialist divides his norms into two
compartments of his mind, applying each to the relevant sphere of social
action, rather as a bilingual speaker keeps two languages in her head, using
whichever is appropriate according to context. The same categories that
inform the analysis of moral inconsistency are here employed to yield a dia-
metrically opposed result.
In Provincializing Europe, Dipesh Chakrabarty (2000) discusses a Ben-
gali text written by Bhabanicharan Bandyopadhyaya, a Bengali Brahmin
and magazine editor. Kalikata kamalalaya (1823) stages a debate between a
Brahmin living and working in Calcutta and a newcomer from the country-
side. The latter gives voice to many of the anxieties of the time, including
that making a living in the emergent ‘civil society’ of colonial Calcutta
involved the neglect of ritual observances appropriate to a high caste Hindu,
that it involved the mixing of languages, clothes and food and so on. The
resident of Calcutta concedes that there are those of whom this is true, but
adds that good Hindus managed to straddle the worlds of obligations and
rituals to the gods and to one’s males ancestors, on the one hand, and their
(necessary) engagement with colonial civil society in the course of pursuing
worldly interests such as wealth and power, on the other. They do so by
seeking to erect and maintain boundaries between these domains – for
instance, they continue to perform their ritual duties (adjusting the times
when these are performed where the requirements of making one’s liveli-
hood necessitates this) and they do not stay at work longer than is
necessary. The Brahmin who successfully negotiates the world of colonial
civil-political society and the Hindu world of ritual and caste obligations
(and the text concedes that there are those who do not successfully do so) is
not riven by conﬂict and inconsistency. The protagonist of Kalikata kamala-
laya explains to his interlocutor (in Chakrabarty’s words):
that in spite of the new structuring of the day required by colonial civil society,
the true Hindu strove to maintain a critical symbolic boundary between the
three spheres of involvement and action (karma) that deﬁned life. These
spheres were: daivakarma (action to do with the realm of the gods), pitrikarma
(action pertaining to one’s male ancestors), and vishaykarma (actions
undertaken in pursuit of worldly interests such as wealth, livelihood, fame, and
secular power). (220)
The practices belonging to colonial civil society belong to vishaykarma, and:
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the city-dweller’s aim was to prevent . . . [these practices and the words and
ideas associated with them] from polluting the ritually purer domains in which
one transacted with gods and ancestors (daivakarma and pitrikarma). (221)
At ﬁrst glance this may seem very similar to Singer’s account – the
successful Brahmin is one who manages to ‘compartmentalize’, thereby
straddling two domains requiring different values and practices, without
being torn or conﬂicted. However in Chakrabarty’s reading of this text, there
is nothing to suggest that it is the Brahmin who assigns or ‘categorizes’, as
if the continued existence of these different realms were conjured up by and
maintained in the mind, or by ‘culture’ as a sort of sedimented, collective
mind. Rather, the good Brahmin is one who maintains categorical distinc-
tions that are not of his making, but that precede his activities and under-
standings, they are what endow human activities with their boundaries and
meanings, are what make a meaningful human life possible. Unlike Kant or
Durkheim, these distinctions are part of a pre-existent order, part of the fur-
niture of the world that had to be acknowledged and adapted to, rather than
categories of the ‘mind’ or of Reason, the ways in which humans organize
and order their world. Daivakarma, pitrikarma and vishaykarma are not log-
ical categories, features of the human mind, but rather ontological ones; they
are not what humans use to categorize and organize experience, they are
what make meaningful and ethical experience possible in the ﬁrst place.
We have seen earlier that the categories of our modern, Western thought,
even where they were not adequate to their object, sometimes did become
so. Some Indians did come to endorse and contribute to the discourse of
moral inconsistency and crisis. Given this it is perfectly possible, even
plausible (the plausibility of this does not rest upon our wholly endorsing
Singer’s methods or his conclusions) that the world described in Kalikata
kamalalaya yielded to the world described by Singer, one in which educated
and ‘modern’ Indians, now possessed of mind and consciousness and an
indivisible self, could experience conﬂict – or devise ways to avoid it. Such
changes have undoubtedly occurred; we are now better placed to specify the
nature of this ‘transition’.
Knowledge ‘of’ the world, knowledge ‘in’ the world
The discourse of moral decline arose because it was felt by many that the
knowledge disseminated through schools and universities had produced an
unexpected effect: educated Indians had been plunged into a moral crisis, no
longer fully able to believe in the moral code derived from their own religion
and world-view, without yet being in a position to embrace the rationality and
morality corresponding to the new world of colonial civil society. I have
argued that this characterization and explanation presumed categories that
were not adequate to their object; a great many educated Indians who were
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described as being in the throes of a moral crisis were themselves quite una-
ware of the fact. Others, however, had come to subscribe to this explanation
and to characterize their own experience in terms of it. Why was this so, and
what was the nature of the difference between the two groups?
We saw at the beginning of this paper that Macaulay and others antici-
pated that the introduction of Western education would lead Hindus to
forsake their religion and, eventually, to become Christians. They were
wrong. A few conversions aside, most educated Hindus did not abandon
their religion. As a predictive explanation this was mistaken, for many of
the reasons we have been discussing – it assumed that religion was a matter
of belief and that belief in Hinduism would be undermined when those
beliefs were challenged by other beliefs or convictions. However, the fact
that some educated Hindus did convert, and in doing so gave explanations
that supported Macaulay’s reasoning, might suggest that this explanation or
prediction and the presumptions that were embedded in it, came to be true
(for some). Change did occur, a crisis was experienced and inconsistency
was one of the manifestations of this crisis.
However, in the light of the preceding discussion, we would now
explain this in terms very different from those employed in the discourse
of moral crisis. We would now say that a conﬂict of beliefs and ensuing
inconsistency and crisis were not the ‘cause’ of religious conversion, but
rather served as a way of describing and making sense of this conversion.
Conﬂict and crisis could only be experienced where the categories through
which we experience the world came to be seen as ones that human con-
sciousness imposes upon the world, rather than distinctions to which
humans adapt themselves. It is not that there were conﬂicts in their mind
that led some to become Christians, it is rather that once they had become
Christians and had come to see their religion as something consisting of
beliefs and values, they retrospectively made sense of their conversion in
these terms. The explanation is a way of making sense of and narrating a
change (and making sense of change by narrating it) and doing so in the
terms and categories of one’s changed position, explaining both how one
could once have been wrong and why one is now right. Here, to ‘explain’
is not the same thing as to locate a ‘cause’ and the explanation is an
integral part of the transformation being characterized, rather than being
something external to it.
An example may help to make the point. In his rereading of Freud’s
analysis of the Wolf Man (a case in which Freud traces a neurosis back to
his patient having seen his parents having sex), Slavo Zizek (1994) locates
this trauma within the ‘real’, rather than the symbolic. One could say that
this real event was the ‘cause’ of the subsequent neurosis. However, at the
age of two this was not a trauma for the child at all. It only became so later,
when the child entered the symbolic order and could not ﬁt this scene into
it – ‘the trauma has no existence of its own prior to symbolization’ and
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therefore it would be a mistake to ‘obliterate this retrospective character of
the trauma and “substantialize” it into a positive entity, one that can be iso-
lated as a cause preceding its symbolic effects.’ There is thus a peculiarity
about invoking the trauma as an explanation for the neurosis, which Zizek
characterizes as ‘The paradox of trauma qua cause, which does not pre-exist
its effects but is itself retroactively “posited” by them’ and which involves
‘a kind of temporal loop’ (102). I do not offer this illustration as a strict
analogy (we obviously cannot ﬁt the social phenomenon in question into the
Lacanian categories of the real and symbolic); it is the form of the argument
that is relevant. Zizek suggests that in the case of the Wolf Man the very
idea of cause only makes sense and exists inasmuch as it is retrospectively
posited; the question of whether it was ‘really’ a cause (‘really’ meaning
antecedent to its effects, not retrospectively posited by them) is unanswer-
able, because it is meaningless.
The explanation of moral crisis in terms of inconsistency and transition, I
submit, is of this sort. Only those for whom the categories of mind, belief,
the indivisible self and the like had become real could characterize their
experience (or that of others) in terms of crisis and inconsistency. This pre-
supposed and required that they had come to experience the world through
categories of the mind, in the form described by Kant and Durkheim, rather
than experience it as described by the protagonist of Kalikata kamalalaya.
Conversely, those for whom these categories did not make sense – those for
whom the categories that made experience possible and gave it its character-
istic forms were ontological ones, such that knowledge and experience were
‘of’ these distinctions rather than ‘through’ them – could not even see or
experience the effect which was to be explained. The conceptual vocabulary
that would allow them to even experience, let alone describe, a crisis in ‘the
mind’ was not available.
This, let us note, is not the same as simply saying that the explanation
of moral crisis was ‘sometimes’ accurate; that this explanation seemed to
hold for some educated Indians but not others. It is to say that, but it goes
further, clarifying what it means to say that some Indians experienced a
crisis – namely, that they now inhabited a world and lived a life in which
religion and morality were beliefs held and in which the dissonance
between those beliefs rooted in a Hindu life-world and those of the mod-
ern, ‘rational’ world of colonial civil society could be perceived and expe-
rienced as contrary pulls and as conﬂict. The question of why – of why
then some Indians experienced this and others didn’t – has not dissolved,
because we have not dismissed moral crisis as false, as a mere spectre pro-
duced by a faulty explanation. But we have formulated the question such
that it does not simply involve a search for what sociological factors led to
some succumbing to crisis and others not, as if the fact of crisis was sepa-
rate from and anterior to the explanation of it. We are rather asking, why
did some cross over into that realm where they could experience crisis and
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(which is the same thing), have the language with which to perceive and
articulate it?
The factors historians normally cite when explaining fundamental
changes in India, and the ‘transition’ from one form of society and way of
life to another, may all continue to be relevant: the rise of the market and
an impersonal cash nexus, the erosion of traditional communities and so on
(for an interesting example see Sarkar [1992]). The account we are now
offering does not displace such historical explanations, it rather reconceives
what we mean by ‘explaining a phenomenon’. We now see such social
phenomena and social changes not as acting upon social actors so as to
change the ways they thought and believed and the values they embraced,
but as bringing into being conceptions of ‘belief’ and ‘values’.
This means that we must see the categories of our Western, modern
social science not simply as ways of explaining change, but as constitutive
of it. The modern Western knowledge introduced and disseminated through
Western education, and through the bureaucratic operations of the ofﬁce and
the impersonal cash nexus of the market, was not just a way of knowing
India, but also a force in reshaping it. And the knowledge that travelled to
India was most at home in its new locale – that is to say, was best able to
fulﬁl its function of ‘understanding’ and ‘explaining’ India – where it had
the effect of reshaping the object that it sought to know.
Note
1. Here as elsewhere, I use the male pronoun because the debate on education in
colonial India presumed that the subjects of this pedagogy were male.
Notes on contributor
Sanjay Seth is Professor of Politics and co-Director of the Centre for Postcolonial
Studies at Goldsmiths. He is a founding co-editor of Postcolonial Studies, and has
published widely on social and political theory, Indian history, and postcolonial
theory, including Subject Lessons: The Western Education of Colonial India, 2007.
References
Archer, William. 1917. India and the future. London: Hutchinson and Co.
Calcutta University Commission Report. 1919. Calcutta: Superintendent of Govern-
ment Printing.
Chakrabarty, Dipesh. 2000. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial thought and his-
torical difference. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Clive, John. 1987. Macaulay: The shaping of the historian. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.
Collins, Steven. 1982. Selﬂess persons: Imagery and thought in Theravada
Buddhism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Daniel, Valentine. 1984. Fluid signs: Being a person the Tamil way. Berkeley:
University of California Press.
280 S. Seth
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [G
rif
fit
h U
niv
ers
ity
] a
t 0
8:4
1 2
3 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
1 
Davis, Richard. 1997. Lives of Indian images. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press.
Eck, Diana L. 1998. Darsan: Seeing the divine image in India. 3rd ed. New York:
Columbia University Press.
Freedberg, Daniel. 1989. The power of images. Chicago, IL: Chicago University
Press.
Fuller, Bampfylde. 1913. The empire of India. London: Isaac Pitman and Sons.
Fuller, C.J. 1992. The camphor ﬂame: Popular Hinduism and society in India.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Hartog Collection, MSS Eur E221/406. India Ofﬁce Library and Records.
Hegel, G.W.F. 1988. Lectures on the philosophy of religion [The lectures of 1827],
ed. Peter C. Hodgson. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Hick, John. 1991. ‘Foreword’ to Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The meaning and end of
Religion. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press.
Home Education, August 1920, 1–3(A). National Archives of India.
Government of India. 1914. Indian educational policy, 1913. Calcutta: Superinten-
dent Government Printing.
Jones, Sue Stedman. 1998. The concept of belief in The elementary forms. In On
Durkheim’s elementary forms of religious life, ed. N.J. Allen, W.S.F. Pickering,
and W. Watts Miller. London: Routledge.
Keane, William. 1851. A letter to the late Honourable J.E.D. Bethune, Esq., on the
present state, and results of government public instruction in Bengal. Madras.
No publisher given.
King, Richard. 1999. Orientalism and religion: Postcolonial theory, India and ‘The
Mystic East’. London: Routledge.
Laird, M.A. 1972. Missionaries and education in Bengal, 1793–1837. Oxford:
Clarendon Press.
Letter from the Government of India to all Local Governments and Administrations.
1887. In Papers relating to discipline and moral training in schools and col-
leges of India.
Levy-Bruhl, Lucien. 1926[1910] How natives think. Trans. Lilian Clare. London:
George Allen and Unwin.
Marx, Karl. 1978. Capital. Vol. 1. Moscow: Progress.
Mitchell, Timothy. 1988. Colonizing Egypt. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.
Mohanty, Jitendra Nath. 1982. Reason and tradition in Indian thought. Oxford:
Clarendon Press.
Murdoch, John. 1904. India’s greatest educational need: The adequate recognition
of ethics in her present transition state. London and Madras: Publisher not
known.
Needham, Rodney. 1972. Belief language and experience. Chicago, IL: Chicago
University Press.
Report of the Indian Education [Hunter] Commission. 1883. Calcutta: Superinten-
dent of Government Printing.
Sarkar, Sumit. 1992. ‘Kaliyuga’, ‘Chakri’ and ‘Bhakti’: Ramakrishna and his times.
Economic and Political Weekly, July 18.
Sen, Keshub Chunder. 1936. Letters on educational measures to Lord Northbrook.
ed. G.C. Banerjee [ﬁrst published in The Indian Mirror in 1872]. No publisher
given.
Seth, Sanjay. 2001. Which good book? Missionary education and conversion in
colonial India. Semeia, no. 88.
International Studies in Sociology of Education 281
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [G
rif
fit
h U
niv
ers
ity
] a
t 0
8:4
1 2
3 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
1 
Seth, Sanjay. 2004. Reason or reasoning?: Clio or Siva? Social Text, No. 78.
Seth, Sanjay. 2007. Subject lessons: The Western education of colonial India.
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Singer, Milton. 1972. When a great tradition modernizes. New York: Praeger.
The Pioneer, January 10, 1888, . . ..
Viswanathan, Gauri. 1989. Masks of conquest: Literary study and British rule in
India. New York: Columbia University Press.
Waghorne, Joanne P., and Norman Cutler, eds. 1985. Gods of ﬂesh, Gods of stone:
The embodiment of divinity in India. Chambersburg, PA: Anima.
Zizek, Slavo. 1994. Is there a cause of the subject? In Supposing the subject, ed.
Joan Copjec. London: Verso.
282 S. Seth
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [G
rif
fit
h U
niv
ers
ity
] a
t 0
8:4
1 2
3 D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
1 
